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[The following article by Barbara J. Fraser is reprinted with the permission of Noticias Aliadas in
Lima, Peru. It first appeared in the Nov. 19, 2001, edition of the weekly publication Latinamerica
Press.]
Javier Arono Noa started working when he was 5, trudging for an hour up a long hillside to carry
meals to his father, a miner. Once there, he would "help out" a little, picking through waste rock
in search of ore. By the time he was 8, he says, "it wasn't a matter of helping a little, but of hauling
waste rock in a wheelbarrow or small sacks." He finally started first grade when he was 9, but even
school did not keep him from mine labor. He worked in the afternoon, studied for a few hours, then
carried his father's dinner up the hill and stayed to work until after dark.
By the time he was in his early teens, he says, "my dad couldn't support me any more. I had to work
on my own. He only gave me food. I had to work to buy clothes." Now 16 and nearing graduation,
Javier dreams of becoming a mining engineer, "because I know mines." Although he has a decade of
work behind him already, Javier's opportunities are limited. University studies would mean leaving
the mining community where he was born, high in the hills in the central department of Arequipa,
and moving to a city where he would have no way to support himself.
Javier is one of about 50,000 children in mining settlements in the Peruvian highlands and jungle
who have known more work than play. Although mining is the country's largest foreign-exchange
producer, these youngsters do not share the wealth. Their parents work as "informal" miners,
scrabbling away in shafts abandoned by large companies or sluicing sand along jungle rivers,
hoping for a lucky strike. Informal mining produces 14% of Peru's gold, about 18 tons.
Recent studies by the International Labor Organization (ILO) have exploded myths about Peru's
informal miners and exposed the daily hazards their children face. The ILO is working with
government agencies and nongovernmental organizations in Peru, Ecuador, and Bolivia to eliminate
child labor in mining. The organization estimates that 260,000 children are or will soon be working in
informal mining in the three countries.
"One myth is that the mining population is transient, which makes people think that the mining
settlements are temporary and leads to scant attention from the government in providing better
services," says Maria del Carmen Piazza, who led the study in Peru. Researchers found, however,
that more than 70% of the families were year-round residents of the mining camps. Of those who
considered themselves temporary, the majority had been living in the settlements for four years or
more.
Peru's informal mining centers are clustered in several parts of the country the central highlands of
Ayacucho and Arequipa, the northern department of La Libertad, the mountains rising above the
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Peruvian Altiplano, and the southeastern jungle of Madre de Dios. Informal miners work without
the aid of machinery or safety gear on land to which they do not have title, and where they may or
may not have formal permission to excavate. The labor-intensive activity involves the whole family.
Children begin as Javier did, carrying food and water, then taking on other tasks as they grow.
Women do household tasks, then climb to the mine entrance where they and their youngest
children pick through the waste rock for gold ore that has been overlooked. That becomes their
pocket money, a fund they use for household expenses, and often the only family income over which
they have direct control.
"Two of every three mothers indicated that their children under age 16 are working in mining,"
Piazza says. "That caught my attention, because in other areas they tend to hide the fact that their
children work." The honest response could be a sign that the mothers recognize the dangers, she
says. And even when they send their children to the mine instead of to school (18% of the mining
families have school-age children who are not enrolled in school), they still hope for a brighter
future.

Child laborers exposed to hazards
The hazards to the children are clear. Even the youngest risk cuts and bruises as they pick through
waste rock, or chill and fungus infections from washing the ore in sluices or streams. By the time the
children are eight or 10 years old, one of their principal tasks is to operate the "quimbaletes," large
stones used to crush the ore and amalgamate it with mercury. Exposure to mercury fumes leads to
neurological disorders and learning disabilities, further complicating schooling.
Older children suffer from back problems and muscle strain caused by hauling loads of ore. "We
find it alarming that 10% of the families say their minor children are working in extraction of
ore" from the mine shafts, Piazza says. Mercury contamination is both a health hazard and an
environmental problem. While nongovernmental groups working with miners in some of the
communities are trying to introduce closed retorts that reduce mercury exposure when the ore
is heated to recover the gold, new methods are slow to catch on. Most mining communities lack
potable water and sewer systems, and many homes do not have electricity. Diarrhea and upperrespiratory infections are common among children.
Experts working in the mining communities point to a complex series of factors that trap children
in mine labor from an early age. Most informal miners are campesinos who have migrated to the
mining camps in hopes of a better and steadier income than that provided by subsistence farming.
Mining also turns out to be a subsistence activity, however, with an average income of about US$175
a month. On small farms in the Andes, children also begin working at an early age, usually tending
the family sheep.
"Campesinos traditionally value child labor," Piazza says. "The problem is that the idea of formative
labor, which develops discipline and a sense of responsibility, is transferred to a high-risk activity."
Educational services are scant in the mining communities. Because they are remote and difficult
to reach, many communities have only primary schools and teacher turnover is high. Health care,
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particularly specialized attention for occupational health problems related to mine labor, is also
lacking. Domestic violence is common, and life expectancy in the mining communities is about 50
years.

Debt bondage common
For informal miners, life is often a series of broken dreams. While everyone hopes for a lucky strike,
many end up working under a form of debt bondage. In Madre de Dios, a miner may strike a verbal
deal with a landowner, who often takes his identity documents as a guarantee. "They are paid at the
end of a three-month period," Piazza says. "But verbal agreements are often broken, and since there
wasn't a formal contract and they received advances on their pay, they end up in debt again and are
forced to work for three more months."
In La Rinconada, a cold, barren area 4,800 meters above sea level, the miners work for a contractor.
They receive no wages; instead, every month they are given one or two days to work on their own,
keeping any ore they find. "Exploitation takes the form of a power chain that involves the informal
miners, the owners of the quimbaletes, and the mine owners," Piazza says. Unless the chain is
broken through better education and public services, formalization of the small-scale mining,
implementation of appropriate technology, and creation of employment alternatives children will
find themselves repeating the cycle, with only a primary education and little hope for the future.
"We can't limit ourselves to measures that improve the condition of the people who are exploited
while maintaining the situation of exploitation," says Cesar Mosquera, who heads ILO's South
America program to eradicate child labor in mining. "It won't be possible to change the children's
situation without changing the situation of their families and the small-scale miners, and without
finding alternatives to these relationships of exploitation and injustice."

-- End --
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